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The parable of the rich man and 
Lazarus has many lessons to teach. 
Undue concern over the problem 
of this parable with reference 
to the state of the dead causes 
many to miss its lessons. 
By SAKAE KUBO 
"THERE ONCE WAS A MAN SO WEALTHY that 
every day he would put on his black tie and tux to at-
tend an extravagant party where he would eat exotic 
and luxurious meals. Although the rich man lived in a 
very exclusive neighborhood, imposing mansions all 
around, a beggar named Lazarus was often seen there, 
sifting through the garbage cans, looking for cast-off 
morsels of food to prevent starvation. Lazarus was sick 
and covered with sores. Dogs would follow him about, 
eating what Lazarus didn't want, licking his sores, as 
dogs will do." 
So might Christ have begun the parable recorded in 
Luke 16:19-31 if He were telling it today. 
In their efforts to show that the Biblical teaching on 
the condition of man in the intermediate state is not con-
tradicted by this parable, many lose sight of the teaching 
purpose of this parable. There are three scenes. The first 
scene shows the radical contrast between the situation 
of the rich man and that of Lazarus. Everything that is 
said of one man is in striking contrast to the other. The 
first man is described as extremely wealthy, clothed in 
purple and fine linen. He feasted sumptuously every 
day and had a gate before his home. The mention of a 
gate signifies that he had a mansion. Everything in the 
description of this rich man emphasizes his affluence. 
The second man is described as poor, a beggar, having 
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sores, and allowing dogs to lick his sores. (He was too 
poor to receive medical care.) 
It is interesting to look at this description to see ex-
actly what is said and what is not said about these men. 
Nothing is said about the wicked things the rich man 
did. It is not mentioned whether he commanded his 
servants to drag Lazarus away. He was rich, but there 
is nothing wrong with being rich per se. Abraham him-
self is described as a rich man. But the rich man of the 
parable is described as a rich man only. To be thus de-
scribed implies poverty of his character. He insulated 
himself from the needs of the world at his doorstep. 
He was blind to all the misery around him. He never 
saw Lazarus, he was so busy enjoying himself. Like the 
rich farmer in another of Christ's parables, he thought 
only of himself. He failed to follow the instructions 
laid down in Moses and the prophets. This was his 
fault. He had the law and the prophets, but he failed to 
shape his life in harmony with them. No, "being rich 
was not his crime; being rich . . . was his opportunity" 
(Buttrick, The Parables of Jesus, p. 138). 
No Virtue in Poverty 
As there is nothing wrong in being rich, so there is no 
virtue in being poor. But we must assume that, along 
with his being poor, Lazarus must have been a righteous 
man, for the angels of God delivered him to Abraham's 
bosom at his death. 
And as it came to the rich farmer, as it comes inevit-
ably to every one of us, the voice of God spoke to the 
rich man: "This night your soul is required of you; and 
the things you have prepared, whose will they be?" 
(R.S.V.). Death brings an end to the poor as well as the 
rich. Death closes the first scene. 
In the second scene the situation is reversed. Lazarus 
is with Abraham, enjoying good things, and the rich 
man is in Hades, being tormented in flames of fire. Now 
we find the rich man begging from the poor man a drop 
of water to cool his tongue. His request is denied by 
Abraham who says to him: "Remember, my son, that 
in your lifetime you were given all the good things, 
while Lazarus got all the bad things; but now he is en-
joying it here, while you are in pain. Besides all that, 
there is a deep pit lying between us, so that those who 
want to cross over from here to you cannot do it, nor 
can anyone cross over to us from where you are" 
(verses 25, 26).* 
Death brings a finality that henceforth makes a great 
unbridgeable gulf between those who have believed 
Jesus, manifested His spirit, and obeyed Him, and those 
who have refused and have followed their own willful, 
selfish ways. The most fearful, terrifying aspect of death 
is this finality. After that point, there can be no more 
repentance, no more change of heart, no more new res-
olutions. All we hope to be and to do must be done be-
fore the final curtain is drawn. If we have lived in har-
mony with His will, the terrifying, fearful aspect of 
* From Today's English Version of the New Testament. 
death disappears for us. The words "This night thy 
soul shall be required of thee" will no longer sound 
ominous but will be accepted with resignation and satis-
faction, that through God's grace we have fulfilled 
God's commands and obeyed Him. 
The rich man's request for a little relief from his dis-
tress is denied. The gulf is unbridgeable. 
The scene changes. The rich man apparently realizes 
that nothing can be done for him. The realization dawns 
upon him that his destiny is fixed and unchangeable. 
He resigns himself to this fact. He shifts his tack. If 
nothing can be done for him, if it is too late in regard 
to him, perhaps his five brothers may still have a 
chance. "Well, father, I beg you, send Lazarus to my 
father's house, where I have five brothers; let him go 
and warn them so that they, at least, will not come to 
this place of pain" (verses 27, 28). 
It may seem at first that the rich man is becoming less 
selfish, that he is beginning to think of others. But 
when we look more closely at this subtle request we 
find, instead of a mere request, a kind of self-justifica-
tion. He is saying, "Look, Father Abraham, if someone 
had come to me and warned me, I would have changed 
my ways. I did not have sufficient opportunity." But 
Abraham's answer to his implication is the same as 
that he gave concerning his brothers, "They have 
Moses and the prophets; let them hear them." The 
rich man had Moses and the prophets; that was suffi-
cient warning. Any more warning would not have 
availed. But he does not think so; he presses the point 
further. "But if someone were to rise from death and 
go to them, then they would change their ways" (verse 
30). Abraham answers with finality, "If they will not 
listen to Moses and the prophets, they will not be con-
vinced even if someone were to rise from death" 
(verse 31). 
He Has Captured Our Heart 
What is said here is important in telling us something 
about the nature of faith, about how we believe. Faith is 
not merely intellectual understanding. We do not believe 
in Jesus Christ because He is the conclusion to a logical 
syllogism. We do not believe in Jesus because He satis-
fies all our intellectual questionings. We believe because 
He has captured us; He has captured our heart. 
Belief in a person is primarily manifested in trust. Our 
experience with Him has led us to trust ourselves and 
our eternal destiny to Him. Trust does not come from 
mere external signs. The performance of miracles by a 
man does not lead us to trust him. He must gain our 
heart and confidence as a person before we can trust 
him. If the basic trust is not there, no amount of signs 
or miracles will lead to belief. In fact, every sign or mir-
acle will be explained away or misconstrued. Some 
loophole or rationalization will be found. 
When Moses and Aaron went before Pharaoh asking 
him to let Israel go, he wanted a sign, some proof, some 
miracle. So Aaron cast his rod before Pharaoh, and it 
became a serpent. But Pharaoh did not believe. He 
called his sorcerers and by some magic they too were 
able to produce serpents from their rods. Even when 
Aaron's rod swallowed up their rods, Pharaoh did not 
believe; instead he hardened his heart and refused to lis-
ten. Aaron stretched his rod over the waters in Egypt, 
and the waters became blood. But still Pharaoh refused 
to listen. Aaron made frogs come out everywhere. Phar- 
aoh then promised to let Israel go if the frogs were re-
moved. And Moses said, "Be it as you say, that you 
may know that there is no one like the Lord our God. 
The frogs shall depart from you." The frogs departed 
but Pharaoh hardened his heart further. Miracle after 
miracle was successively performed, but the result was 
not belief, only a continual hardening of the heart of 
Pharaoh. Miracles or signs do not necessarily convince 
people. They can be explained away. Some loophole 
is always found if there is no faith. 
As Buttrick says: "An emissary from the shades of 
death might arouse our gaping wonder—but conscience 
lies deeper than the eyes. He might fill us with sharp 
fear—but the fear would pass, and fear has scant power 
to change the fiber of our motives. A moral change de-
mands a moral instrument. Only deep can call to 
deep. Only love can quicken love, and love is its own 
best evidence. The proof of inner conviction is not an 
outer marvel, but the courage to trust God and obey! 
When love accepts its Calvary and dies, the just for the 
unjust, it has shot its last bolt. Golgotha is the ultimate 
resource; if that entreaty fails, nothing but flame and 
torment can bring the soul back to reality."—Ibid., 
p. 145. 
We Must Shape Our Lives Now 
What does this parable say to us? I think it says some-
thing extremely pertinent: unless we shape our lives 
now according to Moses and the prophets, nothing 
people or God can do will change our lives in the future. 
Abraham told the rich man his five brothers had 
Moses and the prophets; let them hear them. If they do 
not hear Moses and the prophets, neither will they be 
convinced if someone should rise from the dead. 
We are too often like the rich man. We live uncon-
cerned about what God's Word tells us, perhaps waiting 
for some lightning bolt to awaken us out of our spiritual 
lethargy. We know that we are not measuring up to 
all we know, but we feel we have time. Some great 
crisis, some clear-cut sign of Christ's coming, will move 
us and help us shape our lives. We continue our busy 
way like the antediluvians, one day like the next, our 
self-centered lives being our only concern. The destiny 
of others, the work of the church, goes neglected, while 
we satisfy our fleshly desires with an unconscious hope 
that some great sign, some unmistakable event, will 
shake us loose. But as Abraham in the parable said to 
the rich man, "They have Moses and the prophets," 
so he tells us not only that we have Moses and the 
prophets, but we also have Jesus Christ and the apos-
tles. We have the Spirit of Prophecy. If we do not hear 
these, neither will we be convinced if someone should 
rise from the dead! 
Now is the day of salvation. Now, in life's seeming 
humdrum activities we are determining our destiny. 
How we live in the commonplace activities of the day 
shapes our future. We need to determine therefore that 
every moment we shall live as though it were our last. If 
we would be ready when Jesus comes we need to be 
ready this very moment, not sometime in the future. 
Now is the day of salvation. Who knows when God 
shall say, "This night thy soul shall be required of 
thee"? Those ominous words can lose their terror only 
if our life each day is hid in Christ. Let us therefore 
day by day make our calling and election sure through 
a loving trust and faithful obedience to His word. ❑ 
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